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1.  Why organic food for the youth? 

Rising obesity rates among European children cause concern, for example within the European Commission 
(2003). In spite of the excess access to food, malnutrition and diseases related to food intolerance are also 
common, and call for new food serving approaches in public as well as in private settings. Hence, schools 
are increasingly becoming a “food arena" for public engagement, recently demonstrated by the EU decision 
to implement a daily free fruit school program (European Commission 2008). The European Commission has 
allotted funding for a School Fruit Scheme which will begin in the 2009/2010 school year, jointly funded by 
the EU and by participating national governments. The program is aimed at improving the health of young 
people in Europe, hoping that increased fruit and vegetable consumption patterns will continue into their 
adult lives. Although a number of countries rely on the family to provide pupils’ food during school hours, 
publicly organized meal systems and fruit provision strategies are growing in Europe; this is partly due to 
longer school days and to assist busy families, but also due to public nutrition and sustainability strategies. 
Public food serving is utilized to achieve healthier eating and more sustainable consumption patterns, as 
shown by the strategy to accompany the mentioned school fruit scheme with “awareness-raising and 
educational measures” (European Commission 2008). 

Another important option for sustainable school food is to serve organic products. Organic agriculture has 
less negative impacts on the environment, for example due to reduced loads of pesticides, and organic 
produce may have a higher quality (e.g. Brandt/ Mølgaard 2001). Hence, and due to the rapidly increasing 
consumers’ demand, European countries promote organic food and farming, e.g. with a European action 
plan (Commission of the European Communities, 2004). Organic school meal programs provide an 
opportunity to increase the quality of the school food and hence the health and well-being of the pupils, to 
increase organic consumption, and to inform pupils about sustainable food patterns. The introduction of 
organic food in catering often implies that more focus is set on healthy eating (Mikkelsen et al. 2006; 
O’Doherty Jensen et al. 2001) because organic food strategies are usually guided by a committed food and 
nutrition policy. Further, organic food strategies often include “less meat, more vegetables” as a result of 
premium prices which are normally much higher for organic meat than for vegetables and cereal products. 
Such adaptations are often nutritionally sound.  

However, public procurement for sustainable nutrition and the use of organic food is still an untapped 
potential, as Morgan and Sonnino state (2008). Even though numerous committed activists strive for high 
quality, organic school food this field has only started to develop most of the European states. A co-
ordinated and well informed effort is needed to overcome enduring restrictions. But it is worthwhile, and the 
chances for society are huge because the youth of today are the future family parents. When they get 
introduced to organic food and farming in public settings like school education, it is more likely that they will 
buy organic food when they grow up. 

2. iPOPY – a CORE Organic pilot project 

The transnational research project “innovative Public Organic food Procurement for Youth” (iPOPY) was 
initiated in late 2006, when 11 European countries cooperated in the ERA (European Research Area) net 
CORE Organic to launch a joint call for research projects. The headlines of the CORE Organic call were 
animal health and welfare, food quality and market research, and iPOPY is one of two market research 
projects.  

The main goal of iPOPY is to study how increased consumption of organic food may be achieved by the 
implementation of strategies and instruments used for public procurement of organic food in serving outlets 
for young people. Supply chain management, procedures for certification of serving outlets, stakeholders’ 
perceptions and participation as well as the potential of organic food in relation to health and obesity risks 
are analysed. Our project period lasts for 3 years (2007-10), and the funding comprises 1.4 mill €.  



3. Project approach and structure 

The research approach in iPOPY is a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. Information is 
collected by structured and open-ended questionnaires and interviews. Statistics from public websites and 
reports are another important source of information. We have defined three to five relevant cases per 
country where drivers, hindrances and factors promoting organic food serving are being studied. Most of 
these cases are municipalities with an ambitious aim of public organic food consumption, but we have also 
included a Finnish congregation, Norwegian military camps and a music festival.  

iPOPY consists of five work packages (WPs), studying policies (WP2), supply chains and certification (WP3), 
the young consumers’ perception and participation (WP4), and health effects of organic menus (WP5). One 
WP (WP1) takes care of project management and draws the final project conclusions based on results and 
conclusions from all WPs. Further information is found on our web site, www.ipopy.coreportal.org. 

To facilitate the discussions in our research team, we have agreed on the following working definition of the 
key terms in the project title:  

“Public organic food procurement for youth comprises all activities with regard to procurement in public food 
services for children and young people up to 25 years in schools and other public institutions for youth, such 
as day-care centers, universities, hospitals, and military facilities. The meal system is organized and its costs 
are carried, at least partially, by the public institution in question. Youth, or their parents, may need to pay 
for the food, at least in part. The food contains organic products conforming to EU-Regulations on organic 
production”. Nölting et al. 2009a, p. 13.  

iPOPY has attracted the interest of several talented students, who have used research questions related to 
the project to conduct studies and partly to produce theses to achieve an academic degree. The students 
have been active in the research team, and so far four theses have been published (Hansen et al. 2009, 
Marley 2008, He 2008, Sørum 2008). 

4. School meals - served and studied 

The main focus in the iPOPY project is on organic food served in schools, because schools are the most 
important common setting for young people in all of the participating countries. Finland and Italy both have 
a long tradition for serving warm school meals to their pupils. Italy is a pioneer in Europe to use organic and 
local products in school meals, whereas in Finland, both economy and lack of interest restrict the use of 
organic products in school meals. In Denmark and Norway, children bring a packed lunch and subscribe to 
milk and fruit served at school. This pattern is slowly changing, and publicly organised food provision is 
increasing, especially in Denmark. Some Danish municipalities have developed large organic school meal 
programs (see section 1.4). Norway was the first European country to introduce a daily free school fruit 
scheme in public schools. Good arguments for this decision were found in an intervention study documenting 
a long-lasting increase in daily intake of fruit and vegetables after pupils had had a period of free fruit 
serving at school (Bere et al. 2007). The school meal systems in the four iPOPY-countries and Germany are 
further discussed by Noelting et al. (2009b). 

The organisation of school meals, and the extent to which organic products are integrated in these meals, 
were the topics of the first four reports from the iPOPY project (Bocchi et al. 2008, Hansen et al. 2008, Løes 
et al. 2008, Mikkola 2008). iPOPY has also arranged open workshops to discuss these topics during the 
Biofach fair in Germany 2008 (presentations available at www.ipopy.coreportal.org) and the 16th Organic 
World Congress in Modena, Italy in 2008 (Strassner et al. 2009). In January 2009, an open seminar 
focussing on iPOPY WPs 4 and 5 was arranged by Ruralia Institute at the University of Helsinki and attracted 
34 participants from six European countries (Mikkola et al. 2009). 

5. Project half way – some important results  

iPOPY has reached its half-way point. Several interesting studies have been conducted, and many more are 
under way. Doing research in a field where political initiatives and practical experiences are changing very 
rapidly is a challenge, but also increases the practical impact of the studies we perform. Altogether, the case 
descriptions, workshop and seminar proceedings and scientific papers from the iPOPY project comprise a 
valuable documentation of current public food procurement systems aimed at young people in Europe. 
Studying and working with youth is inspiring, and contributes to the dedication and creativity of the research 
team. 



5.1 Italian caterers think organic is expensive 

In spring 2008, an extensive survey was made to collect opinions and information about main constraints 
related to the supply of organic foods in school canteens in Italy. 50 producers of organic foods and 50 
caterers of food service for children were filling in a questionnaire, and some stakeholders were also 
interviewed. The main constraints for the implementation of organic products in public school procurement 
were economy and logistics, but the caterers also emphasize the distribution. More than 70 % of the 
producers think that the municipalities and the catering companies do not pay a fair price for organic 
products. Producers estimate that the extra costs of organic food as compared to conventional are 20 – 30 
%, while the caterers estimate a premium price of 30 – 40 %. Caterers complain that organic products 
(especially fruit and vegetables) are not always available. About certification, the producers would prefer to 
certify the catering and the ingredients, whereas the caterers would prefer to certify the meal and/or the 
ingredients (Bocchi/ Spigarolo 2009).  

5.2 Danish schools serve organic, but pupils stick to the packed lunch 

Denmark has no national regulations or funding for implementing meal provision systems. Even so, some 
municipalities have developed locally adapted school meal systems, often including organic food. The capital 
Copenhagen (52 primary schools), the city of Roskilde (19 schools) and the rural municipality of Gladsaxe 
(16 schools) have very different approaches, and were chosen for a study to examine various experiences 
(He et al., 2007). Key informants in each municipality were interviewed, focusing on barriers and future 
plans regarding an increased consumption of organic food in school meals. Copenhagen relies on a large 
centralized kitchen (KØSS) where meals are produced to be sold in a tuck shop at local schools by pupils 
organized by a trained teacher. In Roskilde, the meals come from a local organic catering company, and 
staff is hired to serve the food at the schools. Gladsaxe employs kitchen operators to prepare lunch at single 
schools, and a municipal coordinator is responsible for their education and supervision. In all municipalities, 
the amount of organic food consumed in schools has so far been well below the politically decided goals and 
ambitions. Although the organic share of the food supply has reached satisfactory levels in some cases, the 
total amount of food sold is low due to a limited number of users. On average, less than 25 % of the pupils 
buy the meals. The traditional lunchbox seem to have been shaping the eating style of school children for a 
very long time, and this habit is one of the barriers to increasing the application of organic school meals. 
Even if the organic school meals are not free for the pupils, a significant public financial support is needed 
for administration, infrastructure etc. Further, it is a challenge to develop an efficient and committed 
organization at the schools to be responsible for the meals. The schools themselves do not promote organic 
school meals, and some members of the school staff complain about getting extra work without sufficient 
resources. Further, no municipality makes any effort to promote their organic school meal programs to other 
municipalities, so it is difficult to use current experience to develop new and possibly more efficient systems.  

iPOPY results show that the KØSS system in Copenhagen has not managed to create a significant ownership 
among the pupils, and has also failed to integrate the organic message into the school curriculum. The 
potential to support organic and healthy food supply system with curricular strategies is huge, and should be 
emphasized.  

5.3 Norwegian pupils relate organics to health 

In a M Ph thesis supported by iPOPY, Marley (2008) made a qualitative study of four Norwegian lower 
secondary schools where organic food is being introduced to the pupils, either through the common school 
fruit/school milk schemes or through the schools’ own school food initiatives. It should be noted that such 
initiatives are only found in a few Norwegian schools. Norwegian pupils bring their own food to school, which 
usually offers fruit and milk subscription programs. In a few regions, organic fruit or milk is available. The 
study examined if and how organic food is being included in the schools’ curricula, and whether organic food 
education is being linked with environmental education topics. Whereas teachers and school administrators 
supported organic food because of the environmental benefits, the pupils generally drew stronger links 
between organic food and health. While it was important to have an enthusiastic staff member advocating 
for organic food in order for the program to be initiated, it was also important to involve a broad range of 
school staff in the process to achieve a larger consciousness among the pupils. Involving the pupils in the 
organic school food process - through school or community gardens, cooking and baking school meals, 
school trips to farms and so forth was also quite essential in order to get them interested in organic food 
and agriculture. 

 



5.4 Festival participants use food as body fuel 

One of the Norwegian iPOPY cases is the annual Øya music festival in Oslo, which has served organic food 
since 2003. By focus group interviews after the event in 2008, young people’s experiences with organic food 
were explored. It was clear that festival food is regarded as “body fuel”, not gastronomy, and that it was 
crucial for the festival guests to get much food for the money. For young people in Norway, organic food is 
closely linked with premium price, and sometimes with low quality due to long shelf storage in the shops. 
The informants were not convinced that exposing organic food at the festival would necessarily impact 
people’s preference for buying organic food later, because a festival is seen as a limited case, insulated from 
everyday life. It might even be negative for an increased everyday/at home-consumption of organic food if 
such products become closely associated with festivals, convenience food and eating out of home (Roos 
2009). 

6. Conclusion 

The work in, and deliverables so far from the iPOPY project have demonstrated that each country has its 
own history and cultural background, explaining the huge differences in current school meal systems and 
use of organic products. Each country has its own path of development in this respect; however, it is beyond 
doubt that school meal systems will change with time everywhere due to the pressing health and 
environmental problems as well as changes in the education structure (longer school days). These changes 
provide the opportunity to introduce the ideas of organic food – expressed e. g. by the four basic principles 
of organic agriculture: health, ecology, fairness, and care from IFOAM – into public food procurement for 
children and youth. However, these ideas are not static and fix, they need to be evolved in and adapted to 
the specific and complex context of POPY. There is much to learn from the four countries both with respect 
to challenges and problems, and with respect to good ideas and creative solutions. By our transnational 
research and activities, iPOPY contributes to carry this knowledge across boundaries. We consider this work 
to be a small, but very meaningful contribution to point out public procurement strategies for sustainable 
nutrition which can foster a more sustainable world for all.  
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